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ove is not a neutral abstraction, but Vishnu, Narayana
ibove all. This Supreme Being is known to men in his
>verwhelming grace in his various avataras—whether as
Boar, or Man-lion, or Dwarf, or Rama, or Krishna, always
:oming to the help of man. And with him always is
issociated his consort, Lakshmi, or Sri, the embodiment of
lis active grace and mercy, the mediatorial influence that is
:ontinually with him. The nature of the relationship is
)eyond definition, but generally its climax is ecstatic joy;
he almost hysterical thrill of emotion is the sure evidence
)f the divine presence: 'When one is overcome by the
)hakti exaltation, trembling in every cell of his being
ie must freely and passively allow this influence to
)enetrate his being and carry him beyond all known
rtates of consciousness. Never from fear or shame that
)ystanders might take him for a mad man ought the
ixhibition of his bhakti rapture that deluges his being
,o be suppressed. The very madness is the distinguishing
Character of the enraptured saint, distinguishing him from
he ordinary mortals to whom such beatific experience
s necessarily denied. The very madness is the bhaktaTs
Diide " In that very madness," the saint exhorts," run, jump,
;ry, laugh, and sing, and let every man witness it." 51 Figures
Irawn from the sex relationship are employed to illustrate
.his extraordinary exhilaration and, especially in the later
levelopments of bhakti, this became the most dangerous
dement of the movement. In the Alvars, speaking gener-
illy, the erotic expression is not too gross. Another
characteristic attempt at illustration (as in much other
Vaishnava poetry) is in the passion of a mother for a child, and
some of the most charming of the hymns are those in which
:he child Krishna draws out the affection of his devotees in
:he purest form of emotion that men can know.2 The
smotion of love is stimulated especially by the avatara
stories, and the very points in the story of Krishna that have
been challenged by many critics—his thieving, his im-
1 Govindacharya, Divine  Wisdom of the Dravida Saints (In-
troduction p. iii).
3 cf. the playful poem of Periyalvdr translated on p. 37.

